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1.0 Abstract 
The USDA Forest Service increasingly engages partners to accomplish agency goals and enhance public services. In an age of 
fiscal constraints, partnerships continue to be an alternative management strategy. Previous research on recreational partnership 
has primarily explored the key elements of partnership success. Knowledge is limited regarding the structure of agency 
partnership, including the institutional characteristics, conditions and mechanisms necessary to foster a vibrant partnership 
culture. This paper briefly summarizes results from an online questionnaire administered to agency personnel on 12 randomly 
selected forests. Findings reveal a norm of partnerships may be replacing the internal support characteristics necessary to 
maintain a vibrant partnership culture.  
 
1.0 Introduction  
Within the USDA Forest Service (USFS), agency personnel are increasingly dependent upon partnerships to meet management 
goals and objectives (Seekamp & Cerveny, 2010). Despite visitation to our national forests remaining steady, financial 
constraints have hindered the agency’s ability to deliver public services (Collins & Brown, 2007). Therefore, partnerships are an 
essential tool for resource managers to fulfill the agency’s mission.  
 
The USFS Partnership Guide (National Forest Foundation, 2005) defines partnerships as the “…people, organizations, agencies, 
and communities that work together and share interests” (p. 5). These relationships supplement USFS workforces by enhancing 
programmatic capacity, allowing otherwise neglected services to be maintained. In essence, partnerships can provide the 
“boundary-spanning mechanisms that foster an integration of disparate interests, values, and bodies of information while 
promoting trust and building relationship” (Wondolleck & Yaffe, 2000, p. 7). Although research on successful partnership 
characteristics are well documented (e.g., Andereck, 1997; Lasker, Weiss, & Miller, 2001; Mowen & Kerstetter, 2006; Selin & 
Chavez, 1994), literature regarding the structure of agency partnerships is lacking, including the institutional characteristics, 
conditions and mechanisms necessary that foster a vibrant partnership culture. Given the limited financial and human capitals 
available to recreation and resource managers, a systematic examination of this emerging management approach is warranted. 
This research presents data from the third stage of a multi-phase study on USFS partnerships. Results from the second stage, a 
multiple case study, revealed forest leadership support (McCreary, Seekamp, & Cerveny, 2012), as well as the partnership 
content found on a national forest’s website, as internal commitment indicators. The primary objectives of this study are to (a) 
compare partnership web content to perceptions of internal commitment, (b) describe perceptions of partnership reliance, (c) 
describe perceptions of support networks and internal recognition, and (d) compare perceptions of administrative emphasis on 
partnerships among sampled forests.  
2.0 Methods 
Content for all 155 national forests’ “Working Together” webpage (e.g., www.fs.usda.gov/main/mbs/workingtogether) were 
analyzed and stratified as having high, moderate or low internal commitment. Seven variables (criteria) were used to assess 
internal commitment including: amount of information available regarding partnerships or collaborative efforts, the extent to 
which that information was campground host specific, inclusion and number of external links to facilitate partnering efforts, 
current contact information, current information, upcoming events or volunteer opportunities, partnership documentation and 
reviews, and the presence of a link to the USFS Partnership Resource Center. Four national forests were randomly selected from 
each stratum. Once selected, respondents (i.e., personnel working with partners in the forest supervisor’s office and all district 
personnel) were identified following phone discussions with forest supervisors and district rangers.  
 
A link to an online questionnaire was sent to agency personnel in the fall of 2011 (n=1587). Following Dillman’s (2007) tailored 
design method, four attempts were made by researchers to contact potential recipients over a three week time period including: 
(1) a prenotice email, which announced to potential respondents that a link to a questionnaire would be sent; (2) an email with 
link to the questionnaire; (3) a reminder email with a link to the questionnaire; and, (4) a final reminder email with a link to the 
questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of multiple sections in which partnership experience and partnership support 
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mechanisms were explored. Analyses (SPSS v.16) included descriptive statistics, correlations and analysis of variance 
(ANOVA). A Bonferroni adjustment was used in post hoc analyses (p <.02).  
3.0 Results 
Of the 1584 respondent sample, 592 individuals completed the questionnaire (37% response rate). Variability in response rates 
was found between forests with high (48%, n=286, moderate (29%, n=170), and low (23%, n=136) ascribed internal commitment 
levels.  
 
3.1 Partnership Experience 
Most respondents (85%) indicated that they currently work with partners and, on average, spend 1-19 percent of their time 
working with partners in their current position, with some variability between those assigned as having high internal commitment 
and those with low internal commitment (Table 1). Although most respondents currently work with partners, 56 percent indicated 
they ‘often’ or ‘always’ felt as if they did not have enough time to recruit or maintain partners. While a significant proportion of 
respondents currently work with partners, less than half of respondents (47%) had no previous experience working with partners 
prior to joining the USFS. For those respondents not currently working with partners, the most frequently cited responses 
included: assignments not being conducive to working with partners (46%) and working with partners not being part of their job 
description (47%).  
 
Table 1. Time spent working with partners  
 N µ SD 
Low 119 1.82a  0.89 
Moderate 147 1.98ab  1.10 
High 236 2.21b  1.21 
Total 502 2.05  1.12 
 Note. Scale from (1) 0-19% to (5) 80-100%. Superscripts that differ are significant at p <.02 
Partnership work was expected of USFS employees, but often was not written in their position descriptions. Specifically, nearly 
three-quarters of respondents (72%) indicated working with partners as an expected part of their current assignment, while just 
over half (57%) indicated that working with partners was written within their formal position description. Only one-third (33%) 
of respondents reported having a performance metric in their accomplishment reports.  
The USFS programs in which respondents most commonly reported working with partners included: recreation, wilderness and 
heritage (43%), restoration (37%), and vegetation and watershed management (35%) (Table 2). Respondents who currently work 
with partners reported a wide variety of partner types with whom they worked, with respondents generally working with about 
eight different types of partners ( µ=8.1, SD=5.2). The five most frequently utilized types of partners included: other government 
agencies (70%), private contractors and concessionaires (60%), individual volunteers (54%), schools and universities (49%), and 
local non-profit agencies or groups (48%).  
Table 2. Program area(s) in which partners are utilized 
Program Area Frequency Percent 
Recreation, Wilderness, Heritage 254 42.9% 
Restoration 223 37.3% 
Vegetation & Watershed Management 207 35.0% 
Wildlife & Fisheries Habitat Management 167 28.2% 
Inventory & Monitoring 157 26.5% 
Land Management Planning 152 25.7% 
Forest Product 99 16.7% 
Law Enforcement 96 16.2% 
Grazing Management 84 14.2% 
Mineral & Geology Management 44 7.4% 
 
3.2 Partnership Reliance 
Respondents were asked to rate the extent to which their administrative unit relied on partnerships to achieve goals and complete 
tasks at three levels: 5 years ago, currently, and their desired level of reliance. Respondents reported an increase in reliance on 
partnerships to accomplish critical tasks over the past five years; however, they desired less frequent reliance (Table 3). More 
than 80 percent of respondents indicated they ‘often’ or ‘always’ relied on partners to accomplish tasks. Statistically significant 
differences were found between forests categorized as low and high internal commitment for reliance 5 years ago. Most 
respondents (70%) ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ that partners were absolutely essential for accomplishing critical work, with no 
significant differences found between the ascribed internal commitment levels (Table 4).  
Table 3. ANOVA results for partnership reliance  
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Partnership Reliance N µ(SD) 
  Low Moderate High Total 
Five Years Ago 451 3.53a (0.97) 3.67ab (0.97) 3.89b (0.91) 3.74 (0.96) 
Currently 506 4.11a (0.88) 4.21a (0.86) 4.29a (0.83) 4.22 (0.85) 
Desired 448 3.81a (0.94) 3.80a (0.99) 3.86a (0.96) 3.83 (0.96) 
Note. Scale from (1) ‘never’ to (5) ‘always.’ Superscripts that differ are significant at p <.02 
Table 4. ANOVA results for administrative emphasis on partnerships 
Partnership emphasis N µ(SD) 
  Low Moderate High Total 
Partners are absolutely essential for accomplishing critical 
work. 
530 0.73a 
(1.09) 
0.78a 
(1.03) 
0.90a 
(0.97) 
0.82 
(1.02) 
Leadership places a high priority on partnerships. 511 0.87a 
(0.83) 
0.90ab 
(0.89) 
0.64b 
(1.03) 
0.77 
(0.95) 
My administrative unit has the financial resources 
necessary to work with partners. 
483 -0.47a 
(0.98) 
-0.70ab 
(0.93) 
-0.81b 
(0.88) 
-0.69 
(0.93) 
Partnerships are welcomed or tolerated by leaders, but they 
are not viewed as a high priority. 
495 -0.53a 
(0.85) 
-0.52ab 
(0.89) 
-0.24c 
(0.99) 
-0.39 
(0.94) 
Partnerships are strongly encouraged; they are part of our 
way of doing business. 
508 0.82a 
(0.80) 
0.70a 
(0.84) 
0.63a 
(0.91) 
0.70 
(0.87) 
Partnerships are not emphasized and not encouraged by 
leaders; they are the exception rather than the rule. 
494 -0.88a 
(0.75) 
-0.79a 
(0.79) 
-0.66a 
(0.88) 
-0.75 
(0.83) 
Partnerships are driven by individual initiative more than a 
management directive. 
491 0.50a 
(0.94) 
0.57a 
(0.94) 
0.58a 
(0.99) 
0.55 
(0.96) 
Note. Scale from (-2) ‘strongly disagree’ to (2) ‘strongly agree,’ with (0) ‘neither agree nor disagree.’ Superscripts that differ are 
significant at p <.02
3.3 Support Network and Internal Recognition 
Internal support networks were examined by asking respondents to indicate how often they personally received support for their 
work with partners from a list of 10 agency positions; a separate question asked respondents to indicate the types of support or 
recognition for their work with partners. Respondents reported receiving the most support from program managers, team leaders, 
district rangers, and forest supervisors (Table 5). Interestingly, respondents from forests with ascribed high internal commitment 
levels reported lower assessments of support than respondents from forests with ascribed low internal commitment (excluding 
support from team leaders), with differences being statistically significant. Incidentally, more than 70 percent of respondents 
indicated they ‘sometimes,’ ‘often,’ or ‘always’ felt they did not get enough administrative support (µ=3.2), with no statistically 
significant differences found between strata.  
 
Table 5. ANOVA results for internal support network 
 N   µ(SD) 
   Low Moderate High Total 
Program Manager 433  3.52a (1.19) 3.37ab (1.20) 3.10b (1.31) 3.28 (1.26) 
District Ranger 459  3.77a (0.93) 3.60ab (1.22) 3.35b (1.27) 3.52 (1.20) 
Team Leader 459  3.18a (1.28) 3.23a (1.32) 2.93a (1.33) 3.08 (1.32) 
Forest Supervisor 451  3.06a (1.30) 2.76ab (1.38) 2.47b (1.25) 2.70 (1.32) 
Public Affairs/Staff Officer 432  2.43a (1.24) 2.33a (1.19) 2.33a (1.24) 2.35 (1.22) 
District Partnership Coordinator 292  2.56a (1.54) 2.05a (1.38) 2.17a (1.40) 2.23 (1.44) 
Regional Staff 427  2.25a (1.24) 2.17a (1.37) 2.07a (1.20) 2.15 (1.19) 
Forest Partnership Coordinator 338  2.23a (1.31) 2.10a (1.39) 1.99a (1.21) 2.07 (1.28) 
Regional Partnership Coordinator 377  1.90a (1.09) 1.80a (1.80) 1.64a (1.01) 1.75 (1.05) 
National Partnership Office 403  1.47a (0.88) 1.49a (0.91) 1.43a (0.86) 1.46 (0.88) 
Note. Scale from (1) ‘never’ to (5) ‘always,’ with (0) ‘does not apply.’ Superscripts that differ are significant at p <.02 
Respondents reported ‘rarely’ receiving any formal recognition such as monetary awards, nonmonetary rewards or internal 
publicity, with statistically significant differences between forests with ascribed internal commitment levels of moderate and high 
(Table 6). As with internal support networks, respondents from forests with high internal commitment reported receiving less 
frequent recognition than those from moderate or low internal commitment level forests. Yet, respondents from all forests 
reported, on average, they ‘sometimes’ or ‘often’ receive direct positive feedback from the partners and from their immediate 
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supervisors. Additionally, the majority of respondents (63%) indicated the lack of rewards or incentives at least ‘sometimes’ 
inhibited or challenged their ability to work with partners (µ=2.9).  
Table 6. ANOVA results for internal recognition or support  
  N  µ(SD) 
   Low Moderate High Total 
Direct positive feedback from partner 480  3.48a (0.99) 3.59a (1.02) 3.50a (1.06) 3.52 (1.03) 
Direct positive feedback from supervisor 481  3.26a (1.08) 3.37a (1.19) 3.21a (1.14) 3.27 (1.14) 
Community feedback, extern award 468  2.14a (1.09) 2.07a (1.07) 2.01a (1.06) 2.06 (1.07) 
Nonmonetary rewards or recognition 475  2.06ab (1.01) 2.18a (1.08) 1.88b (1.02) 2.01 (1.04) 
Internal publicity 472  1.96ab (0.96) 2.09a (0.97) 1.82b (0.95) 1.93 (0.96) 
Monetary Awards 473  1.80ab (0.93) 1.90a (1.01) 1.60b (0.86) 1.74 (0.93) 
Additional support, staff, intern 450  1.74a (0.93) 1.78a (0.98) 1.69a (0.96) 1.73 (0.96) 
Note. Scale from (1) ‘never’ to (5) ‘always,’ with (0) ‘does not apply.’ Superscripts that differ are significant at p <.02 
3.4 Administrative Emphasis 
Respondents indicated they remained ‘neutral’ or ‘agreed’ (µ=0.77) when asked if leadership placed a high priority on 
partnerships (Table 4). Statistically significant differences existed between forests with low and high internal commitment. When 
asked to indicate if their administrative unit had the necessary financial resources to work with partners, most respondents (67%) 
‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly disagreed’ with that statement and many (20%) were ‘neutral.’  
 
Respondents generally disagreed (µ= -0.39) with the statement, “Partnerships are welcomed or tolerated by leaders, but they are 
not viewed as a high priority,” with respondents from ascribed low and moderate internal commitment forests disagreeing more 
strongly than those from high internal commitment forests (Table 4). Additionally, most respondents (66%) ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly 
agreed’ that “Partnerships are strongly encouraged; they are part of our way of doing business,” with 24 percent remaining 
neutral. No significant statistical differences were found between ascribed internal commitment levels, suggesting partnerships 
are uniformly encouraged as an alternative management strategy.  
Most respondents (73%) ‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly disagreed’ (µ= -0.75) with the statement, “Partnerships are not emphasized and 
not encouraged by leaders; they are the exception rather than the rule” (Table 4) with no statistically significant differences 
found. However, respondents tended to agree (µ=0.55) with the statement, “Partnerships are driven by individual initiative more 
than a management directive.” While 26 percent of respondents remained ‘neutral’ or ‘disagreed’ with the statement, no 
statistically significant differences were found between ascribed internal commitment levels.  
4.0 Discussion and Implications 
The results of this study have several implications for forming and fostering partnerships within the USFS. In previous phases of 
this research, website content was proposed as an indicator of internal commitment. Thus, one of the assumptions of this study 
was that those forests ascribed as having high internal commitment levels based off website content would be indicative of high 
internal commitment perceptions. While web content may reveal facets of commitment levels, this study’s results do not support 
this assumption and suggest other variables are more indicative of a national forest’s partnership culture.  
 
For instance, personnel on those forests assigned as having high internal commitment levels indicated partnerships were of lower 
priority to forest leadership and consistently received fewer resources and support mechanisms than personnel on forests with 
ascribed low or moderate internal commitment level. This suggests web content may be more illustrative of a highly motivated 
and committed individual (as opposed to a unit) or the use of temporary employees (e.g., public management fellows) who 
provide web development support but do not provide continued partnership support. Alternatively, a strong partnership norm on 
forests with ascribed high internal commitment, developed over time, may reduce the need for continued support mechanisms. 
Perhaps the most immediate utility of this research for resource managers is the baseline data indicating increased and diverse 
utilization of partnerships. Constrained appropriations and limited internal resources continue to make partnering a necessity. 
Results indicate a steady increase in partnerships over the past five years, with partnerships becoming the norm rather than the 
exception. While most agency personnel are working with partners, accounting for time spent is missing from most 
accomplishment reports, few formal rewards exists, and resources to foster and maintain these relationships are inadequate. 
However, direct, positive feedback from partners and supervisors—especially, program managers, team leaders, district rangers, 
and forest supervisors—is likely fostering vibrant partnership cultures on national forests, along with leadership emphasis and 
individual initiative. 
5.0 Conclusions   
This study evidences the growing use of partnerships in resource management and recreation service delivery within the USFS. 
Findings reveal internal support characteristics identified on websites as poor indicators of perceived internal support. Rather, the 
internal support mechanisms necessary to foster a vibrant partnership culture may be replaced by a ‘norm of partnerships’ on 
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forests with long-term and high reliance on partnerships. Additional research is needed to analyze the relationship between 
internal support mechanisms and national forests’ partnership norms.  
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